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               ‘No One Can Own A River’. Sign near the banks of the River Wye at Llyswen, Powys. (Nick Hand)

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Prologue

         

         
            ‘When we have first-hand knowledge of the land on which we live, then we can re-shape it according to our ideals.’

            ‘Ken-ea’ (Mabel Barker), The Nomad, Kibbo-Kift Newsletter, 1924

         

         The landscape is never truly ours. A mile away from my home in Mid Wales there is a notice attached to a fence in the corner of a secluded field. The notice states that the path beneath it leads to a designated access and egress point on the bank of the River Wye, which has been provided for the use of canoeists wishing to navigate the water. Entrance is permitted each October to March but under strict conditions. The notice then lists the set of rules regarding the various rights granted by the five organisations that have agreed this location as an access point to the river: the Countryside Council for Wales, Environment Agency Wales, the Welsh Assembly Government, the Wye & Usk Foundation, BOPA (the British Outdoor Professional’s Association).

         Three of these organisations whose insignia run along the bottom of the notice no longer exist, so it is uncertain whether the permissions stated on the notice are still upheld. During summer the area around the notice is overgrown with bracken and ferns that protect its colour from fading but ensure that the information is barely visible. In this sparsely populated rural area, where farming remains the principal economic activity and canoeists are seldom seen even outside the fishing season, graffiti is rare. It is therefore a surprise to see that someone has scratched a message in neat letters onto this metal notice that rejects its designations and instructions. The statement they have left is straightforward: ‘No one can own a river’.

         The presence of the Wye & Usk Foundation on the sign, a still-thriving local charity that issues day tickets and permits for fishing, attests to the fact a river may be subject to environmental jurisdictions. Nevertheless, the assertion made by the graffiti artist – technically their message is a work of sgraffito, the scratching away of a top layer of paint – is undeniable. A river is a movement of energy that cannot be halted, only controlled or dredged by complicated processes of engineering. Unlike the land that surrounds this quiet stretch of the River Wye on which the notice stands, no one can lay claim to free-flowing water.

         Conventions and laws that have endured for centuries dictate the relationship we have with the countryside, whether on land or in water. Despite these jurisdictions our sense of union with the landscape feels equally durable. In our lifetime very few of us will ever own a physical piece of the landscape, yet it continues to define our national identity: the White Cliffs of Dover, England’s Mountains Green and the meadow, mill, cottage and shallow water depicted in Constable’s The Hay Wain. These images, now all but anodyne in their familiarity, are embedded in our national psyche to such a degree they sustain the belief that the landscape is timeless and ours to commune with. Rural Britain remains the panorama onto which we project the idea of our best selves.

         According to the 2011 census over 90 per cent of the population live in urban areas, but urban Britain represents no more than 10 per cent of our country’s landmass. The identity of those to whom the majority of the land of Great Britain belongs remains vague, if not opaque. A survey in Country Life magazine, held four years after the census, estimated that 36,000 people, roughly half a percentage point of the population, owned more than half of rural England and Wales. In Scotland, the devolved government similarly estimated that in their country a mere 432 individuals owned a similar amount of land. Yet to many of us, including the writer of the neat sgraffito on the sign near the River Wye, the depth of feeling we have for nature transcends the rule of law and the ownership of property or acreage. When contemplating the landscape our emotional response is often one that cannot be defined merely as nostalgia or patriotism. It is instead the realisation that something in our consciousness remains undiscovered beneath the soil. The attachment we experience is elemental, an act of identification of such strength it directs us back to inhabit the countryside, however temporarily, despite the regulations that inhibit us from doing so. Music has a rare ability to articulate this sense of yearning and few compositions capture our affinity with the natural world so affectingly as The Lark Ascending, the fifteen-minute ‘romance’ begun by the composer Ralph Vaughan Williams at the outbreak of the Great War and completed in 1920.

         The Lark Ascending was premiered as an arrangement for violin and piano in a concert at Shirehampton, near Bristol, in December of that year where the violinist Marie Hall, to whom Vaughan Williams dedicated the work, performed it. Six months later, on a June evening in London when Hall was accompanied by the British Symphony Orchestra under the baton of Adrian Boult, The Lark Ascending received its premiere as the ‘romance for violin and orchestra’ beloved by millions of listeners.

         The significance of The Lark Ascending in British life is hard to overstate. It is the most requested piece of music on the radio programme Desert Island Discs, is often awarded first place in polls of the country’s favourite piece of music and is regularly heard at funerals, particularly, though by no means exclusively, in rural areas. A review of its London premiere in The Times suggested that the music of The Lark ‘dreams itself along’. Vaughan Williams’s evocation of a bird flying free from earthbound realities, crossing a perfectly imagined landscape, has resonated deeply with anyone who has found themselves dreaming along with The Lark Ascending. It is an experience as intimate, if not spiritual, as music can create.

         Vaughan Williams regularly included place names with which he felt a great affinity in his compositions. The composer’s sense of genius loci was acute. ‘Down Ampney’, the tune he composed for the hymn ‘Come Down, O Love Divine’, takes its name from the Gloucestershire village of his birth. Vaughan Williams was similarly assiduous in cataloguing the locations of the many traditional songs he collected throughout his life, ensuring they would always be identified with the site of their discovery and the place in which they had traditionally been sung. In 1932 he gave a series of lectures at Bryn Mawr College, Pennsylvania, titled ‘National Music’. ‘Folk song,’ the composer told his audience, ‘is not a cause of national music, it is a manifestation of it.’

         Throughout his life, the principle that a country’s music was made by its people, rather than for them, was one Vaughan Williams adhered to. He recognised the ability to understand, enjoy and immerse oneself in music in everyone.

         According to the composer music was ‘the art of the humble’ but also the art form with the greatest capacity to transform the everyday, even if only by celebrating it, such is the function of many folk songs. His friend and musical biographer Michael Kennedy later wrote of Vaughan Williams: ‘His nationalism was avowedly conscious; never was it self-conscious. There never was a less typical “typical Englishman”. Vaughan Williams believed music was a latent force in all people – “the only means of artistic expression which is natural to everybody”.’

         In contrast to many of his works, the physical setting of The Lark Ascending is anonymous. The open land over which the lark launches itself ever upwards remains unspecified. The imagination of the listener, who travels to their own mental destination when experiencing the music, decides its location, a place known only to them, in the countryside of the mind. Vaughan Williams wrote, ‘I believe that every community and every mental state should have its artistic equivalent.’ In his most popular composition he created the musical equivalent of a British landscape open to ‘every community’.

         To realise the ideal of a countryside of the mind in the living landscape of the United Kingdom is an almost impossible task. In the animated section of The Lark the bird witnesses activity taking place on the ground below. Throughout the twentieth century, despite the restriction of access experienced by the majority of people in Britain, attempts were made to reinvent the countryside. These experiments in rural reconfiguration were made with the same energy and celebration that the lark observed from on high during its flight. And as Vaughan Williams anticipated, wherever there is congregation in the countryside it achieves its fullest expression in music, the art form that so uniquely renders the mysterious connection we feel with the ground beneath our feet.

         This book is an exploration of how the landscape was re-imagined; from the psychologically altered green fields of England Vaughan Williams and the generation returning from the trenches encountered after the armistice; to the agrarian revivalists and idealists of the 1920s and 1930s; to the position of rural Britain in the nation that was rebuilt after the Second World War; to the ‘Back to the Land’ movement of the 1960s; to the changing countryside of the 1980s, which witnessed the Women’s Peace Camp at Greenham Common and New Age Travellers congregating every year at Stonehenge; and to the 1990s ravers who assembled for one final free party at Castlemorton in 1992. From the song written to commemorate the mass trespass of Kinder Scout to the moment before the sound systems of the free festivals finally ran out of charge, music was the thread of this activity and flowed through the century with the authority of a river.

         Ralph Vaughan Williams concluded the first of his lectures on ‘National Music’ by stating: ‘… if the roots of your art are firmly planted in your own soil and that soil has anything individual to give you, you may still gain the whole world and not lose your own souls.’ This is a history of how music, ‘the art of the humble’, lies at the roots of such individuality. And it is a story of those who attempted to gain the whole world in the soil of the fields and hills of this country, and the effect it had on their souls.
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               ‘The art of music above all other arts is the expression of the soul of a nation.’ Ralph Vaughan Williams, 1872–1958. (Getty)

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            1: The Landscape of the Lark

         

         There is a familiar moment on any walk of reasonable length. Our sense of time undergoes an almost imperceptible transformation; the distance to our destination no longer concerns us, our point of departure is located in the past and we feel vividly but gracefully alive in the present. Our footsteps have a natural rhythm over which we neither need, nor feel capable of, control. The momentum of our feet silences the inner dialogue of our thoughts, as our physical and subconscious selves coalesce in therapeutic and forgiving harmony. The journey continues in a manner that now feels effortless, restorative, and reminds us of our own vitality.

         Although gratifying, experience tells us such moments are far from assured during our time spent outdoors. Often the chatter in our head, the very anxieties and everyday strains of life for which we have prescribed ourselves a long walk, resurface to distract us.

         For this reason, many years ago, I made certain any walk I undertook of reasonable length had recourse to being accompanied, or perhaps more accurately, salvaged, by music. The ability of music to dull and placate the thoughts, conversations and memories we are prone to dwell on when walking is incomparable, as is the manner in which a soundtrack brokers the view. The advances in technology were such that, for myself, to listen while walking became reflexive, almost habitual.

         My choice of listening material was always instrumental music. I had come to the conclusion that if one is attempting to silence the voices in one’s head, it is preferable to abandon the voice altogether. Instead, my walks were conducted to meditative sounds that weaved in and out of one’s consciousness: minimalism, the composers Laurie Spiegel and Steve Reich in particular, the mid-nineties electronica of Boards of Canada, Jim O’Rourke and Aphex Twin and the long guitar ragas of 1960s primitives such as John Fahey and Robbie Basho.

         Occasionally the effect of walking alone in open country while listening closely to a piece of music overwhelmed me. I felt as though I was demanding too much of my senses, which could quickly grow resistant to such a concentrated form of transcendence. I nevertheless experienced regular moments of complete immersion in my surroundings. When heard with the appropriate musical accompaniment, the sight of minor, everyday details seen on a walk such as a recently fallen branch revealed themselves with a momentary and magical clarity. A familiar view, such as the one that presented itself by looking downwards along the footpath I had followed to the top of a hill, was now a scene of great, instinctive drama.

         On another occasion I found myself staring, entranced, for almost twenty minutes at two young buzzards overhead, as their endless circling serendipitously fell into rhythm with the music in my headphones. At the end of this reverie, when the birds flew on and I brought my gaze back to ground level, I was greeted by disorientating stares from a flock of ewes standing stock still at the hedgerow of a neighbouring field. I had been unaware of the sheep as they crossed the field towards me. Now, as I emerged from my own mental enclosure we exchanged long glances with each other, occupying our territory in silence.

         Despite the experience of these raptures I was also aware that music cancels out the sound of the landscape. I was never at ease with this compromise, one I was reminded of each time I removed my headphones as every activity taking place around me, even the merest suggestion of a breeze, registered in my ears with breathtaking intensity. The trill of birdsong sounded so radiant it was as if I were hearing it for the first time. As I traipsed though a thick bed of leaves the volume of their crunch underfoot was more suited to the noise made by wading through a river in full spate.

         At its purest the relationship between music and landscape feels almost divine, an eternal association that resists analysis. The relationship between music and the land itself is often more exasperating and conflicted than the contemplative beauty of pastoral compositions suggests. In honour of the composer who was born in the village of Broadheath, in the Malvern Hills near Worcester, the area is frequently given the name ‘Elgar Country’ by the National Trust, the Council for the Preservation of Rural England and similar organisations. The conjecture being that the landscape of ‘Elgar Country’, the rolling hills and open green pasture redolent of Albion, is reflected in the music of the composer Edward Elgar: the Pomp and Circumstance Marches that include ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, The Enigma Variations, and lesser known works such as Pageant of Empire and the composer’s setting for Rudyard Kipling’s musical booklet The Fringes  of the Fleet. Throughout the twentieth century ‘Elgar Country’ thus represented a heartland that provided a rousing and proud chorus, particularly in times of war or national celebration, a locus for an easily defined and easily sung patriotism, a rural embodiment of the Last Night of the Proms.

         In 1992 an estimated twenty to forty thousand people attended a four-day rave at Castlemorton Common in the Malvern Hills. For its inhabitants and the self-appointed custodians of ‘Elgar Country’, the ninety-six hours of continuous dance music relayed and distorted by the sound systems occupying the Common were not merely a source of irritation or noise pollution. This invasion of ravers and libertarians also represented a psychological intrusion, a momentary rupture in the hitherto assured character of the landscape, one so extreme as to temporarily question its identity.

         My own memories of attending Castlemorton are suitably vague and fractured, although I vividly recall my friends and me sitting in stoned anticipation that we would move further along the narrow road on which an endless line of traffic had ground to a halt. Our reasons for attending were prosaic. We were inexperienced and irregular ravers who lived little over an hour away in Bristol, and as the party was held towards the end of May, we assumed there would be serial opportunities to experience an early summer sunrise. As we sat together in a cheap car with the mute anticipation of youth, we gradually realised the music playing around us on car stereos was being danced to energetically by our neighbours, and the vehicles in the queue had been absorbed into the rave. It became clear that no one at Castlemorton was in any position of authority, nor indeed did anyone appear to want to be; the sense of free will encircling us was extraordinarily powerful. The festival had no discernible centre of activity, each sound system had established their own area, one or two of which included a tent. There were no stages or focal points to direct our attention. It was the relentless dancing, a continuous circulation of energy lasting for days, which represented the festival’s nucleus.

         Despite the widespread euphoria, a tension circulated in the air, as though it was being broadcast across the sound systems’ remorseless bass lines. To the hedonistic visitors Castlemorton Common represented one of the few accessible central areas in rural England where music might be experienced outdoors, through the visceral and unfettered pleasures of dancing under open skies. To the onlooking residents of its neighbouring villages, the free festival represented a deconsecration of the unchanging set of values in our national past with which the Common was synonymous. The perceived wisdom, that the Common should be experienced as a site to be gazed upon for its historic beauty and as a source for a very British form of reassurance and contemplation, had been shattered.

         Due to its legal status as common land and to the frustration of the authorities the rave at Castlemorton was able to continue uninterrupted until the generators and the spirits and energy of those attending had worn out. The police presence at Castlemorton, such as it was, was inadequate to curtail the festival and questions were subsequently asked as to whether sufficient powers were in place to prevent such an event taking place in the future. These questions were answered by the introduction of a new set of laws.

         Arguments over to whom it belongs and to what uses it should be ascribed are as old as the land itself, and the four-day free party at Castlemorton was a further incidence of an ongoing rural conflict that predates the Enclosure Act of 1773. The darkened atmosphere at Castlemorton, accentuated by sleeplessness and narcotic disorientation, felt as ancient as the mist that rose over the Common at daybreak.

         
            *

         

         Before the outbreak of war in 1939, the right to walk through the more remote parts of Britain was an often debated issue. In 1932 around five hundred people, mainly young men, a handful of whom were known to have Communist sympathies, participated in the mass trespass of Kinder Scout, the highest point in the Peak District and an area of several hundred acres of moorland managed privately for grouse shooting. This was a form of hunting that was popular with landowners as it provided a higher income than the poor returns received from farming. There was consequently a significant presence of gamekeepers on Kinder Scout, with whom the trespassers came into confrontation. Arrests were made and the incident, which had consisted of little more than pushing and shoving, during which a gamekeeper had suffered a sprained ankle, was declared a ‘riotous assembly’.

         The trespass drew great media interest, as did the severity of the punishment dispensed to the organisers, one of whom, the twenty-year-old organiser Benny Rothman, was gaoled for four months. In his summing-up the judge made reference to the fact Rothman was both a member of the Young Communist League and Jewish. As trespass was a civil rather than a criminal offence, the sentences and the fact the defendants were charged for the crime of ‘riotous assembly’ were considered vindictive and harsh. Rather than suppress the burgeoning interest in exploring the country’s open spaces, the furore over the Kinder Scout trespass emboldened members of the public with an interest in the outdoors throughout the country. The popularity of rambling grew further, and the Ramblers’ Association, founded in 1935, began a successful campaign for the right to be granted access to the countryside. After the conclusion of the Second World War the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act of 1949 included the right of legal trespass.

         The Act stated the creation of a network of National Parks in Britain was a result of the need to promote ‘opportunities for the understanding and enjoyment of the special qualities of those areas by the public’. Landowners in these designated areas were now obliged by law to agree to grant the general public right of way, in order that they might enjoy these opportunities.

         The creation of National Parks, the accreditation of legal trespass and the ability to roam carefree, if only through designated areas of countryside, engendered a sense of common kinship with the natural environment. In the decades to come Parliament would herald the Kinder Scout mass trespass as a powerful symbol of the ability for mild civil disobedience to lead to the advancement and democratisation of society.

         In the spring of 1994, over sixty years after Kinder Scout and two years after the rave at Castlemorton, the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act was introduced to the House of Commons. The Act, which experienced a protracted and often fractious passage through Parliament before receiving Royal Assent towards the year’s end, contained a broad swathe of measures aimed at reducing what the ailing Conservative government, in an attempt at populism, described as ‘Anti Social Behaviour’.

         The length and scale of the events at Castlemorton ensured any distinction between raving, free festivals and any other form of casual hedonism had been deemed irrelevant by the authorities.

         The Criminal Justice Bill, as it was referred to in news bulletins and became known in the popular imagination, was widely regarded as a draconian piece of legislation. One of the Bill’s most lasting effects was to curtail several of the marginal social movements that had grown in the previous decade, such as the phenomenon of New Age Travellers, and to discourage entrepreneurial promoters in the black economy who hosted outdoor raves and free twenty-four-hour parties in Britain’s countryside. These events were unlicensed, both in the legal sense and also in their formlessness and lack of hierarchy or structure. Their organisers’ principal motivation, aside from the revenue generated by the buying and selling of drugs, was to provide an open space for anyone present to dance to the sound systems on site.

         The life of quiet contemplation symbolised by ‘Elgar Country’ existed for barely a few fleeting moments, if at all, in the average working day of anyone whose living was derived from the land. Yet a sentimentality and nostalgia for an apparently fictitious pastoral idyll has continually dominated our view of rural life. Whatever definition we use, the countryside remains a contradiction: a place of survival still, for many who make their living there, but a source of recuperation and rapture to its visitors. To walk through much of rural Britain is to walk through our past. Our landscape may stimulate our subconscious and prompt in us thoughts of airy self-reflection, but the ground itself is as laden with history as any ancient city and the beauty of the view often conceals the anxieties and arguments that characterise this history.

         In 1921, the year in which The Lark Ascending received its orchestral premiere, significant areas of the British countryside were undergoing a period of substantive change. The lark flies over terrain whose character had started to alter towards the end of the previous century, when agriculture in England and Wales experienced consecutive years of heavy rainfall followed by inevitably poor harvests. Such conditions only exacerbated the already diminishing returns of farming and the precariousness of the antiquated methods still popular on large country estates. These various misfortunes consolidated and developed into a depression. The steep decline in ocean freight rates and the invention and proliferation of refrigeration allowed cheap imports of staple goods such as cereal, meat and butter from the United States, Argentina and other distant countries to dominate the market. The result was a fall in domestic prices and stagnating levels of yield. Between 1875 and 1895 the prices of wheat and wool halved while the value of livestock depreciated by almost a third. For the half-century between the 1860s and the outbreak of the First World War there was little demonstrable increase in the material health of British farming; the soil and its crops were weakening.

         Despite protracted opposition for over a year from a House of Lords populated by wealthy landowners, David Lloyd George’s Liberal government finally passed its People’s Budget in 1910. As a consequence of the continuing agricultural depression the country’s landowners had already suffered a decline in income from the tenancies charged to the farmers who worked their land. The passing of the People’s Budget ensured they were now expected to shoulder the further burden of taxation. The original legislation had included the aggressively contested measure of a land tax, but this controversial proposal was dropped in return for others being accepted, such as an increase in death duties and the taxation of profits made from the sale and ownership of property.

         This change in the fortunes of the great estates inaugurated a gradual transformation of the character of the countryside in the twentieth century. Many landowners reluctantly accepted they had no choice but to sell off their assets, and a new class of farmer, the owner-occupier, was created.

         The rural population underwent a similar realignment in the years that followed the armistice and witnessed an exodus from domestic service to the cities; having encountered a less restricted life away from the country house, few people were minded to return, even if the work had compared favourably to agricultural labour, an industry which yoked boys as young as eight to remorseless fourteen-hour working days under gruelling and harsh conditions. A depleted post-war public was reluctant to provide the workforce needed to maintain the running of an estate. The aristocracy and gentry had experienced suffering equally and were coming to terms with the loss of a generation of heirs. The reduced revenue of farming rents, the introduction of taxation and the societal shift away from the rigidity of the Edwardian Age, a rigidity that had especially prevailed in the countryside, made the perpetuation of the English country house an impossible task for all but the very wealthy.

         Before giving consideration to the overtures of property developers eager to participate in the expansion of house building of the 1920s (overtures that were regularly accepted), many estates attempted to realise an income by converting parts of their lands for increasingly popular field sports. It was for the fashionable activities of hunting, shooting and fishing that Britain’s landowners employed gamekeepers such as those who skirmished with the trespassers at Kinder Scout.

         The confidence with which those ramblers defied their authority demonstrated that the certainties of the previous era no longer prevailed.

         
            *

         

         Perhaps more than any other piece of British, or specifically English, music Vaughan Williams’s composition The Lark Ascending epitomises an idea of place. Due to the absence of a lyric, The Lark is immune to the corruption of interpretation that befell Blake’s short verse ‘And didst those feet in ancient time’ as it transmuted into the green and pleasant lands of ‘Jerusalem’. The Lark Ascending is a meditation of less than fifteen minutes, during which one experiences a reverie initiated by birdsong.

         As listeners to The Lark Ascending we might exchange mental notes of our interpretation of this music and its location, one with which we feel a deep sense of recognition. A country dance observed by a bird in flight; the flight itself, a lyrical expression of grace and freedom; a sense of being perfectly alone in a perfect landscape so powerful it renders us almost inarticulate, suspended in its daydream. Memories and emotions are stirred from our subconscious as we follow the bird on our inner journey through its pentatonic score.

         We might remind ourselves that however forcefully the music stirs in us nostalgia or wistfulness of our own, Vaughan Williams was, with good reason, himself nostalgic for a prelapsarian landscape, an idea of a pastoral idyll of Albion which the Great War had nullified permanently.

         There are unsubstantiated stories regarding the piece’s inspiration, later dismissed by his second wife Ursula as apocryphal. One involves the composer being mistakenly arrested as a spy, while idly observing troop manoeuvres during a holiday the couple were taking in Margate, at the outbreak of the war.

         What is certain is that within weeks Vaughan Williams volunteered as a private for the Royal Ambulance Corps. At the age of forty-two the composer was almost twenty years older than the average soldier and legally exempt from active service. Vaughan Williams initially served for two years as a medical orderly, a post that included tending to the dying, before receiving a commission to the Royal Garrison Artillery in 1917. The war had as considerable an influence on Vaughan Williams as on any of his contemporaries, its emotional and physical effects enduring throughout the composer’s life.

         Ursula Vaughan Williams later suggested her husband would have found it difficult to identify a lark, but as a student of traditional English music and a former editor of The English Hymnal and as a collector of regional carols, Vaughan Williams drew on his instinctual temperament for the cadences of the past to create the sense of agelessness that is one of The Lark Ascending’s principal characteristics. His lack of familiarity with its call notwithstanding, in the delicacy and intensity of Williams’s score the language of birdsong has an undeniable emotional charge.

         The dream state recognised by the reviewer in The Times is established by the piece’s opening modal chords, before a solo violin played in high register recreates the lark’s call to create a sense of weightlessness and of growing becalmed, as though time were being suspended. For the listener this is often experienced as the sensation of feeling physically rested but awake in one’s imagination.

         The playfulness of this soaring bird is then heard in dialogue with the orchestra. In the central orchestral section echoes of folk song, harvest dances and hymns are played with a liveliness evoking country weddings or the libidinal exhilaration of a morning in May. These are Arcadian rhythms, the steps of the ‘Earth feet, loam feet’ of T. S. Eliot’s ‘East Coker’ bounding together across the land, passed around by the orchestra as though it were a dance partner Vaughan Williams achieves a synthesis of air and earth as the skylark shares in the merrymaking taking place below, and the intoxicating sense of euphoria is absolute.

         The orchestra slowly fades as the solo violin returns to prominence; we are left alone once more with the trills of the lark, now played at the top of the instrument’s range as the notes gradually die away. The lark’s final song of the day bids us farewell, a conclusion that even in the mildest encounter with this composition can produce a feeling of catharsis, or in certain moods, a poignancy accompanied by tears.

         Vaughan Williams had drawn his inspiration from the poem ‘The Lark Ascending’ by the Victorian novelist George Meredith and prefaced the original score with twelve of its lines:

         
            
               He rises and begins to round,

               He drops the silver chain of sound

               Of many links without a break,

               In chirrup, whistle, slur and shake …

               For singing till his heaven fills,

               ’Tis love of earth that he instils,

               And ever winging up and up,

               Our valley is his golden cup

               And he the wine which overflows

               To lift us with him as he goes …

               Till lost on his aërial rings

               In light … and then the fancy sings.

            

         

         Vaughan Williams subsequently deleted this epigraph; the following lines, which occur in the central section of Meredith’s poem, perhaps better describe the effect Williams’s composition has on the listener:

         
            
               The song seraphically free

               Of taint of personality,

               So pure that it salutes the suns

               The voice of one for millions,

               In whom the millions rejoice

               For giving their one spirit voice.

            

         

         The listener quietly rejoices while listening to The Lark, an activity that recognises a shared sense of reverie that may be particular to this contemplative piece of music and gives their spirit a voice. Music above all else and music ‘free of taint of personality’, such as the music I heard on the sound systems at Castlemorton where the presence of the DJs was purely technical and almost entirely un-egotistical, bestows us with a sense of direction with which to wander our mental pathways; The Lark Ascending grants us access to ramble through our mind’s own wild places.

         
            *

         

         Vaughan Williams rarely spoke of his time at the Western Front. This was a trait common among many veterans who were aware that, while serving, they had witnessed a fracture in human nature so profound its character may have been permanently altered. If The Lark Ascending is imbued with nostalgia, it is a nostalgia that recognises the depth of this rupture, and the landscape it evokes is one of a more innocent age. The composer wrote that ‘The art of music above all other arts is the expression of the soul of a nation – any community of people who are spiritually bound together by language, environment, history and common ideals, and, above all, a continuity with the past.’ The break with the past experienced by his generation was so severe any sense of continuity would struggle to be apparent. A significant element of The Lark’s emotional range lies in Vaughan Williams’s ability to evoke the spiritual bond connecting ‘the soul of a nation’, despite what he had witnessed while serving at the front.

         This is a geography similar to that described in one of the most celebrated passages from Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man, the anonymously written novel by Siegfried Sassoon, a contemporary of Vaughan Williams who served in the Royal Welch Fusiliers and was decorated for his bravery. George Sherston, the narrator and titular fox-hunter, recalls riding before the war when ‘The air was Elysian with early summer and the shadows of steep white clouds were chasing over the orchards and meadows; sunlight sparkled on green hedgerows that had been drenched by early morning showers … For it was my own countryside, and I loved it with an intimate feeling, though all its associations were crude and incoherent. I cannot think of it now without a sense of heartache, as if it contained something which I have never quite been able to discover.’ The ‘something’, which George was unable to discover, lay buried within the landscape of his memory. Sassoon’s use of the word ‘discover’, rather than recover or rediscover is notable; it suggests a source of impenetrable emotional energy made all the more overwhelming by his inability to locate it, an inability he is carrying as if it were a wound from the battlefield.

         
            *

         

         In a later passage Sassoon describes George’s relationship with the landscape of the trenches in terms of intimacy, where despite the enduring horror he still recognises the song of the lark: ‘Now and again a leisurely five-nine shell passes overhead in the blue air where the larks are singing. The sound of the shell is like water trickling into a can. The curve of its trajectory sounds peaceful until the culminating crash.’

         It is the sounds made by another bird, an earthbound partridge, which dissipate these momentary distractions. George’s thoughts lead instead to the more immediate past and the death of his friend Dick, with whom he had recently ridden in the French woods and, the novel suggests, fallen in love: ‘Somewhere on the slope behind me a partridge makes its unmilitary noise – down there where Dick was buried a few weeks ago. Dick’s father was a very good man with a gun, so Dick used to say.’ In his grief George recognises that the youthful life of contemplation and country pursuits he enjoyed before the war has been extinguished in him, that even if its hills might look and feel familiar should he be lucky enough to survive the war, the landscape through which he rode no longer exists.

         The war similarly intrudes into, then provides the conclusion for Virginia Woolf’s contemporaneous novel Jacob’s Room. Its innovative structure is resolved in a scene of great catharsis. Jacob’s mother enters her son’s room and casts her eye over his belongings, which now have a new significance as Jacob has died on the Western Front. A lark is heard and sighted in an earlier section of the book that takes place before the outbreak of war: ‘Yes, yes, when the lark soars; when the sheep, moving a step or two onwards, crop the turf, and at the same time set their bells tinkling … when there are distant concussions in the air and phantom horsemen galloping, ceasing; when the horizon swims blue, green, emotional.’

         The fractured narrative of Jacob’s Room represented a significant break with the traditional and linear storytelling of Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man. Woolf’s restructuring of time, voice and character acknowledge the change in awareness that had occurred during the war. These experiments established a means with which that change might be recognised and processed. Jacob had died in battle, but in her following novel, Mrs Dalloway, Woolf explores the mental suffering endured by those who returned from the front. One of the main characters, the veteran Septimus Warren Smith, suffers terrible hallucinations, struggles to distinguish between the living and the dead and occupies a state of near-perpetual hysteria. For long periods he is haunted by Evans, a friend killed in the trenches. As the severity of his condition increases, his suffering grows so great he throws himself through a window onto the Fitzrovia pavement.

         The delayed symptoms of extreme post-traumatic stress disorder that were diagnosed as ‘shell shock’ are present throughout the literature written in the aftermath of the war. Siegfried Sassoon developed an acute nervous condition for which he was granted convalescent leave. During his stay in hospital he concluded he was unwilling to return to the Front and wrote an open letter to his commanding officer that was then widely published in national and local newspapers. He had written the letter as ‘an act of wilful defiance of military authority because I believe that the war is being deliberately prolonged by those who have the power to end it’. Sassoon considered he had ‘seen and endured the sufferings of the troops and I can no longer be a party to prolonging these sufferings, for ends which I believe to be evil and unjust’. In conclusion Sassoon stated he was taking this course of action ‘on behalf of those who are suffering now, I make this protest against the deception which is being practised upon them.’

         Prior to his convalescent leave Sassoon had been previously decorated with the Military Cross for his valour. That he chose to communicate his decision not to return to the battlefield in such strong terms put him at risk of great censure. In all likelihood a highly commended officer who embarrassed his superiors so publicly would face court martial. In his memoir Goodbye to All That, Sassoon’s friend and regimental comrade in the Royal Welch Fusiliers, Robert Graves, claims he intervened on Sassoon’s behalf and informed the military authorities of his colleague’s nervous problems and pleaded clemency. ‘Much against my will, I had to appear in the role of a patriot distressed by the mental collapse of a brother-in-arms – a collapse directly due to his magnificent exploits in the trenches. I mentioned Siegfried’s “hallucinations” of corpses strewn along on Piccadilly. The irony of having to argue to these mad old men that Siegfried was not sane!’ Graves and Sassoon would later fall out, their shattered emotions outlasting their friendship.

         A condition as acute as post-traumatic stress is experienced by degree; there is no record of Vaughan Williams exhibiting its symptoms, although Ursula Vaughan Williams noted her husband experienced survivor’s remorse. The composer suffered in other ways, enduring the loss of hearing in one ear, a consequence of his nightly proximity to 18-pounder cannon while serving in the Royal Artillery. The first major work Vaughan Williams completed after the war was A Pastoral Symphony, his third, in 1922. Several contemporary critics made assumptions about the composer’s use of the word ‘pastoral’ in the title and in so doing misunderstood the work and the composer’s intention. Although it habitually evokes the bucolic imagery and rural gentleness associated with his compositions, Vaughan Williams weighted this pastoral with a less obvious meaning.

         In a letter to Ursula written before their marriage the composer defined its usage: ‘It’s not really lambkins frisking at all, as most people take for granted,’ he wrote. Earlier in the correspondence he had indicated that the landscape the symphony evoked was the condemned battlefields of the trenches. ‘It’s really wartime music – a great deal of it incubated when I used to go up night after night in the ambulance wagon at Ecoivres and we went up a steep hill and there was a wonderful Corot-like landscape in the sunset.’ Such scenes are more usually the subject of requiems; their evocation by Vaughan Williams as ‘pastoral’ is a recognition of the need for forms of composition and narrative to undergo an adjustment equivalent to those who had witnessed the war’s horrors, to proceed with ambiguity and hesitancy through the uncertainty of its remains.

         The hills and sunsets in A Pastoral Symphony are drawn from memories of war, locations that despite their outward beauty are now associated with death and futility, not the vitality of nature, a paradox that provides an unresolved air of tension throughout the work. From the opening of the First Movement, as the harmonic idiom shifts from one tonal centre to another, the listener is aware only of the ephemeral and indistinct, creating an atmosphere where little seems fixed or certain, other than the need for reflective concentration.

         At the start of the Second Movement a lone trumpet is heard, a sound immediately evocative of the Last Post; there is a remoteness to the instrument, as though we might be hearing the tune being played through a fog. In the same letter to Ursula, Vaughan Williams wrote, ‘A bugler used to practise and this sound became part of that evening landscape and is the genesis of the long trumpet cadenza in the second movement of the symphony.’ Later in the movement the stillness of the orchestra around the trumpet grows unsettling and there is a brief impression of incapacity, as though the trumpeter were missing notes or playing them incorrectly; that reaching the end of the tune, although familiar from repeated practice, is a struggle.

         Surges of sudden energy frequently interrupt the sense of insubstantiality that continues throughout the symphony, which the listener now recognises as the signature Vaughan Williams chose for this work. The Fourth and final Movement introduces a wordless soprano, a voice without the power of speech. In the score this is marked ‘distant’ and in performance the soprano is often off stage, disembodied from the orchestra and alone. A Pastoral Symphony concludes with the uncertain climax of a final, disconcerting tonal shift, before the lamenting soprano is once more heard, now even further in the distance, now a ghost. In his use of a fluctuating tonal structure and his refusal to allow the listener to settle, Vaughan Williams suggests received ideas such as victory or defeat are of little consequence. This is the sound of absence made temporarily and temporally present, music assembled from memories of lost lives, a pastoral for a landscape in which the lark’s voice would struggle to be heard.

         It is inarguable that volunteering for the front line at an age when he was not legally required to do so was an act of great patriotism by Vaughan Williams. His sense of national duty was profound and unhesitating. During the Second World War, now in his late sixties, the composer contributed to the Home Front by growing food in a field he had dug specifically. He also organised the collection of spare household aluminium that might be put to use in the construction of aircraft. When calling on houses in his hometown of Dorking to enquire of any spare pots or pans the composer was occasionally mistaken for a tramp. In later life he was often regarded as a teddy-bear like figure, and his rumpled tweeds and patrician nature were mistaken for a fustiness. This was an opinion that misunderstood the passion in his music, which provided a country known for its stiff upper lip with a means of experiencing the emotion it so frequently buried within the rigidity of its society. Throughout his compositions and during The Lark Ascending in particular, Ralph Vaughan Williams offered every listener the opportunity of a heightened consciousness.
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               British Artists at the Front by Paul Nash. The third in the four-volume series British Artists at the Front, a publication series created in 1918 at Wellington House, the cover name of the War Propaganda Bureau, later known as the Ministry of Information. In order to maintain discretion over the activities of Wellington House the series was published by Country Life. (Bridgeman Images)

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            2: Genius Loci

         

         
            ‘Where the grey rocks lie ragged and steep

            I’ve seen the white hare in the gullys

            And the curlew fly high overhead

            And sooner than part from the mountains

            I think I would rather be dead.’

            Ewan MacColl, ‘The Manchester Rambler’

         

         The battlefield landscapes Paul Nash painted as an Official War Artist offer a visual equivalent to the internalisations of the experience of the Great War that stimulated Vaughan Williams to write A Pastoral Symphony. Nash applied for the role when recovering from an injury he had suffered while stationed at the Ypres Salient in the Artists Rifles in the spring of 1917. On first arriving at the Western Front Nash had found the flora and fauna of the battlefield unsettling but stimulating. Just as Vaughan Williams had written of the ‘Corot-like’ landscape of the trenches, Nash spoke of the unexpected joy he experienced in seeing the ‘bright gold’ dandelions that grew among the parapets. Upon his return to duty as a war artist later that year these brief moments of transcendence were nullified as he witnessed the bombardment of the Ypres Salient at the battle of Passchendaele. The reaction Nash felt to the horror he witnessed was so strong he titled a painting made from sketches taken there ‘Void’. It is a study in the dark symbolism of misery: a falling biplane; relentless rain; sodden fragments of clothing; an abandoned vehicle; random shards of battle among denuded tree stumps and the effluent gush of a flooded trench. The idea of redemption offered by seasonal change and the flowering of spring is no longer plausible.

         The sense of only partially understood forces at work in the landscape is dominant throughout Nash’s life, in the paintings made before the outbreak of war and those produced afterwards, even as they exhibit the evident trauma of his battlefield experiences. The work he made during the war is all the more harrowing for this perceptible belief the artist had in the unaccountable energies of nature. Although Nash failed to complete the autobiography he worked on throughout his life, he had intended to give the book the title Genius Loci, the spirit of place (it was published posthumously, in fragmentary form as Outline). At an early age Nash had felt a fracturing between the material and spirit worlds. He developed a strong attachment to the trees around his family home in Iver Heath in rural Buckinghamshire and it is trees, not people, that populate his landscapes. Nash met his wife Margaret Odeh while studying at the Slade, where she modelled in life drawing classes. Margaret was a prepossessing figure with an active role in the suffragette movement, one that she balanced with an equally strong interest in Christian Science and the mystical tenets of Theosophy. As a founder of the Committee for Social Investigations and Reform she pioneered the creation of rural communes as retreats for inner city prostitutes, who, once removed from their urban deprivations, she anticipated, might find rehabilitation through a nature cure. After the Nashes married in 1914 Margaret nurtured the mystical impulses in her husband and set great faith in their mutual sense of a power located in the hills, fields and trees that define the horizon.

         The couple’s belief in the spiritual authority of the landscape is evident in Nash’s war paintings; on his official visit to the Ypres Salient Nash composed ‘fifty drawings of muddy places’, battlefield sketches he later developed into oils and lithographs modified by his shattered nerves and hallucinations. They share a topography of suffering that is partially healed by a faith in the mystic shafts of artificial starburst, eerie pyramids and grids that constitute the fearful symmetry which would increasingly inhabit and give structure to his landscapes after the war.

         We are Making a New World, Nash’s most celebrated war painting, was a source of anger for the military authorities, who considered the title a comment on the futility of the war. The image of a desolate battlefield is bereft of any life save for clusters of Nash’s characteristic trees. Nevertheless there is a sun, whose presence suggests that the spirit world Nash instinctively retreated to may be a more powerful habitat than the material world of the battlefield; the thin rays of light have the power to illuminate and cast shadows across a scene of hopelessness. But if Nash is suggesting the ground will return to a new world of growth, the psychological condition of those who survive, including the now traumatised painter, ensures that such prospects of vitality are limited.

         Throughout his career Nash painted little else but the landscape. His geography of rolling fields under open skies might appear pastoral yet there are other elements: moons, equinoxes, symmetrical tides and hatched trees, incongruous shapes and objects, which resist our desire to settle on the order of the natural world’s beauty. A fundamental presence of life inhabits Nash’s landscapes, yet it is accompanied by an inescapable feeling of anxiousness, the condition that is a constant presence in his work. His predecessors had depicted similar locations as sources of serenity, but for Nash these were territories on which he felt the need to force the stricture of a grid, to order their geography in a manner his nerves might tolerate.

         In the year The Lark Ascending was premiered Nash started experiencing black outs that would endure for the remainder of his life. There is a tormented quality to all his work that the war exacerbated, but his relationship to the landscape, however vividly its form overwhelmed him, helped him to survive. The lark flew here as well, over his suffering.

         
            *

         

         Trade routes across the Atlantic were successfully targeted and blockaded during the First World War to the point where the country began experiencing food shortages. The government duly accepted that if the country was to feed itself, some aspects of food production required intervention, and for the first time in almost a century it made a handful of agricultural subsidies available to farmers. Wheat growers benefited from ‘deficiency’ payments and a subsidy was awarded to producers of domestic sugar. Both these initiatives continued well into the 1920s, although as they favoured regions where particular crops could be grown successfully such an arrangement was by nature selective. These and similar schemes partially stabilised the overall decline in agriculture prices that had accelerated before the outbreak of war. After the armistice they started to fall once more, reaching their lowest point in 1932, by which time many areas of rural Britain had descended into rack and ruin. Farms lay abandoned then collapsed, to leave an expanse of the countryside with the aura of failure.

         Akenfield by Ronald Blythe is an oral history of an East Anglian village, set in the first decades of the twentieth century, and a masterpiece of reportage; Blythe’s interviews with many of the village’s older inhabitants cover the period between the wars and create an unsentimental image of rural life with a notable absence of nostalgia. In Akenfield the instances in which the past is dwelled on with any fondness are a product of the instinctive grace notes of memory, rather than as examples of how better things may have once been. Blythe has a natural empathy with the rhythms of work and pleasure that the villagers describe. He has perhaps an even greater understanding of the need to give his subjects a voice and the opportunity to reflect on their lives, often of profound hardship, spent working in the countryside. Many years later, Blythe wrote The Time by the Sea, his memoir of living near the Suffolk town of Aldeburgh during the 1950s, where his work included collaborating with Benjamin Britten on preparing and editing the festival programme for the Aldeburgh Festival, and where his friends and neighbours included John Nash, the brother of Paul (and to whom Akenfield is dedicated), and his wife Christine.

         In a passage from The Time by the Sea Blythe describes the condition of the River Stour in the mid-1930s that serves as an apt metaphor for much of rural Britain during the height of its decline:

         
            Once the local boys challenged them [John Nash and his friend Adrian Bell] to bring a canoe down the Stour from Sudbury to Bures, the state of the river, due to the farming depression, the collapse of barge transport and neglect generally, making it virtually invisible here and there in mid-summer, so dense were the weeds, so overgrown the trees on its banks. Some of the now unwanted barges which John Constable had painted had been scuttled at Ballingdon, and lay just below the surface of the water like vast black motionless fish.

         

         The serenity of rural Albion suggested in Constable’s paintings such as The Hay Wain or Dedham Vale relies on the idea of a timeless rural tradition. A national desire for such an idyll may be powerful enough to sustain the idea in the public memory, but the past is rarely immune from decay. Objects featured in the work of Britain’s favourite landscape painter that had signified pastoral reverie now lay discarded and submerged. Nature had taken its course.

         A further contributing factor to the increasing decline of rural Britain was the establishment in 1919 of a Forestry Commission. The nation’s woodland trees, oak in particular, had been requisitioned then felled during the war for the manufacture of rifles and ammunition boxes, a situation aggravated by the fact Britain had already been a heavy importer of timber in the early years of the twentieth century. As the government had accepted the country’s requirement to grow its own food it recognised a similar need for a domestic supply of wood. The Commission was charged with the replacement of the country’s greatly diminished woodland stock, and to maintain a ‘strategic reserve of timber’ it duly began a mass-planting programme of spruce conifers imported from Scandinavia. Financial stringency was imposed from the beginning because of high post-war inflation, but as agriculture was a depressed industry the Commission was able to buy land cheaply. By September 1929 its holdings included 600,000 acres in 152 forests, a figure that grew to almost a million by the outbreak of war a decade later.

         The species was only partially suited to the British climate, which had previously only produced three successful varieties of native conifers: Common Juniper, Yew, and Scots Pine. Under damp, British conditions the newly imported Scandinavian saplings grew into spindly trees that were a meagre substitute for oak or other broad-leaf trees. The planting of a single variety on such a scale also risked the creation of a monoculture susceptible to infestations and disease. The Forestry Commission continued to acquire increasing amounts of acreage and issued grants and tax incentives for forestation to private landowners. Over the ensuing decades, monotonous rectangular blocks of pine and spruce would become a feature of the country’s hillsides, as the scale of the Forestry Commission’s planting increased to the point where the institution – officially a non-ministerial government department – was the nation’s largest landowner, a position it retains today.

         As the countryside fell into dilapidation and the drift from the land to towns and cities continued throughout the 1920s, the nation’s population grew, with the attendant need to house them. Over four million homes were built between the wars, a third of the number recorded by Register in 1939. In many cases the land for their construction was purchased from farms and estates that were finally prepared to sell up rather than endure an agricultural depression that had now, ten years after the First World War, become acute. The majority were houses built by ribbon development. The phrase became synonymous with a rapid rise in unplanned construction that permanently altered the landscape: the semi-detached villas that appeared almost instantly alongside arterial roads across rural areas, in tandem with the sudden proliferation of bungalows beside the coastline of much of southern England.

         The villas of the new, energetically promoted suburbia of Metroland were built on land owned by the Metropolitan Railway, which was in the unusual position of having been permitted to keep its considerable stock of surplus land. By the early 1920s the railway had created a bespoke property development company, Metropolitan Railway Country Estates Ltd, to develop and market its new homes. The success of its nostalgic branding schemes ensured that within a decade the former rural counties of Middlesex, Buckinghamshire and Hertfordshire became largely suburban. Much of the change in character of the Home Counties between the wars took place on rich soil; some of the finest acreage for market gardening in Britain was ploughed up for new homes. Prosperous farms in receipt of government subsidy that neighboured Metroland and remained unaffected by the agricultural depression found the prices offered by speculative developers too high to resist. The volume of food produced within the United Kingdom fell into further decline.

         The alterations to the character of the landscape in the years that followed the Great War occurred with unpredicted speed. They were met with intense opposition by a group of new organisations whose aim was to prevent any further destruction to rural Britain and which appointed themselves custodians of its scenery. In 1926 the Council for the Preservation of Rural England (CPRE) was established in order to draw attention to the changes taking place in the countryside and, when possible, to legally challenge and resist them. Its membership was largely drawn from serving and former military officers and landowners. This was a constituency characterised by an interest in assuring the future of huntin’, shootin’ and fishin’, and until the 1960s its reputation ensured that conservation was associated – perhaps unfairly – with conservatism. Although easily caricatured as a pressure group founded to ensure the survival of field sports, from its inception the Council established the future of the environment as a growing concern.

         In 1927 the CPRE’s activities were complemented by Ferguson’s Gang, a group who undertook a policy of direct action. The Gang were a secretive collective of environmental activists comprised of five or six women. The encroachment of ribbon development into the countryside had inspired them to take a stand to save rural buildings such as the old mill seen in The Hay Wain. The Gang’s members remained anonymous, but drew attention to themselves and their activities through the use of memorable aliases such as Red Biddy, Bill Stickers, Bludy Beershop and Sister Agatha. The actions of Ferguson’s Gang often consisted of well-heeled tomfoolery and unsurprisingly gained them notoriety and publicity. These included delivering donations to the National Trust in the form of liqueur bottles packed tightly with fifty-pound notes. On another occasion a substantial amount of Victorian coins were elaborately sewn into the carcass of a goose. Their successful efforts to save and restore an abandoned mill at Shalford, near Guildford in Surrey, included an invented ritual, which the Gang sang in Latin as they processed around the property at dawn; the mill was later appropriated as their headquarters. Locals were made aware of their activities by the regular arrival of grocery vans from London, although their provenance varies. In the histories of Ferguson’s Gang the vehicles are usually attributed to Fortnum & Mason, but occasionally to Harrods. The stories of their adventures have given them a reputation for eccentricity worthy of P.G. Wodehouse or Lord Berners. Given that the Gang’s members were drawn from the aristocracy and more bohemian Establishment families, this is perhaps unsurprising. The scale of their commitment to the preservation of rural buildings and to fundraising is indisputable. The Gang endowed Shalford Mill to the National Trust in 1932. Within four years they had also donated almost five thousand pounds to the organisation and significantly raised the National Trust’s membership through their skilled and well-connected attention seeking.

         The National Trust had been founded some thirty years earlier towards the end of the nineteenth century when ecological and socialist concerns at living conditions in urban industrial Britain gathered momentum and were given voice by polemicists such as William Morris and John Ruskin. The National Trust was one of several concerns founded in response; others included the Commons Preservation Society (a forerunner of The Council for the Preservation of Rural England), the Kyrle Society ‘for the diffusion of beauty’ which planted inner cities with trees, shrubs and flowers, and the Guild of St George, conceived by Ruskin to ‘provide a National Store’ for the benefit of all England.

         The fact that of these contemporary voices and societies only the National Trust endured was largely due to the pragmatism, ideology and experience of its founder, Octavia Hill, the daughter of a wealthy family of corn merchants. James Hill, Octavia’s father, held strong convictions of the need for social reform, suffered bankruptcy and was subsequently diagnosed with the late-Victorian illness of insanity and committed to an asylum. Octavia was brought up by her mother in the Christian Socialist Tradition and began her work in London, where she sought to purchase green spaces in the city for the use of the urban poor. This included the acquisition of Paradise Place, three near-derelict cottages in Marylebone which were bought with financial assistance from John Ruskin.

         There, tenants were encouraged and expected to participate in the restoration of the properties and to live communally, healthily and parsimoniously, as any arrears in rent led to evictions. Due to the success of the scheme Hill was able to raise further finance with which to purchase sufficient housing for over three thousand people. Canon Hardwicke Rawnsley, a Lake District clergyman and friend of Beatrix Potter, collected the rents from these properties. In 1883 Rawnsley, Hill and a lawyer, Robert Hunter, worked together to raise public awareness of plans proposed to develop a railway that would run across the Lake District. Their campaign was successful in halting its development and the collaboration between Hill, Rawnsley and Hunter eventually led to the foundation of The National Trust for the Preservation of Historic Buildings and Natural Beauty, whose principal aim was to hold land and buildings in perpetuity ‘for ever, for everyone’.

         The original founders of the National Trust were liberal reformers with a strong belief in the right of all, including the poor, to have access to and experience the countryside. Hill’s achievements in social housing and her first-hand experience of conditions in the inner cities led her to regard the behaviour and motives of the majority of landlords with a degree of scepticism. This was especially the case if landlordism included the draconian use of trespass laws or policing of rights of way that inhibited free access to the countryside. 

         By the 1920s the National Trust had itself become a landlord, having acquired properties and open spaces considered to be representative of British rural life, including castles, post offices and entire villages, in order to safeguard a sense of identity that the Trust considered to be under threat from the expansion of towns and suburbia. In 1937, the year after the abdication crisis, Parliament passed the National Trust Act, permitting the organisation to acquire and hold land or investments and act as an endowment on behalf of the large estates and country houses that would otherwise be forced into the position of selling to property developers. In exchange for the donation of their property and chattels, country house and estate-owning families were no longer liable to pay death duties or other taxes and could remain in their homes, even though the Edwardian society their occupants had once been accustomed to had long ended and the landscape they looked out upon was transformed. The Act of 1937 ensured that the decline of rural Britain was arrested; it also formalised an idea of preservation and heritage that would increasingly determine the narrative with which the countryside was experienced and understood as the century progressed.

         The National Trust was at the forefront of creating this new identity. It sought to preserve aspects of the landscape it considered to be of historical significance and was abetted by the activities of the Council for the Preservation of Rural England, Ferguson’s Gang and other self-determining organisations. The Trust also helped produce a change in public opinion, as through the purchase of houses, estates and lands it promoted the idea that the nation’s natural beauty should be protected and the countryside could now be considered a national asset that might be enjoyed by ‘everyone’. 

         The rambling clubs of the North of England and similar upland regions had increased during the 1920s and long held such views. A significant number of them had members who were drawn from the proletariat left and considered their hobby an inherently political activity. Other ramblers, especially in the South East, merely saw the health benefits of walking in the fresh air. Despite its increase in popularity, or in all likelihood because of it, rambling remained unrecognised in law and was considered to be an activity without rights. In 1931 a National Council of Ramblers Federations was founded in recognition of the need of a co-ordinating association for the estimated half a million people who took to the countryside in their leisure time.

         In the case of the many unemployed ramblers, walking in the open air was a means to recharge their spirits. In the same year the country’s first generation of Youth Hostels opened, providing accommodation and a destination for walkers. The constitution of the Youth Hostels Association stated its founding principles were: ‘To help all, especially young people of limited means, to a greater knowledge, love and care of the countryside, particularly by providing hostels or other simple accommodation for them in their travels, and thus to promote their health, rest and education.’

         The mass trespass of Kinder Scout that followed was in part a consequence of this changing perception of rural Britain; those who owned the land no longer solely defined the countryside. These shifts in attitude occurred during a time of high national unemployment and rural desolation. The gamekeepers with whom the trespassers on Kinder Scout scuffled were not only denying the ramblers access, but defending a precious commercial interest. The ramblers’ act of walking in open country in order to enjoy the invigorating experience of clean air was to ask for what purpose, and in whose interests, the landscape was maintained. Such a question had rarely been asked so energetically and with the support of differing public groups whose numbers were growing. On New Year’s Day, 1935, the Ramblers’ Association was founded and proved to be an effective unitary voice. As the country faced the threat of another war, the Association felt confident that there was sufficient momentum and popular approval for a change in the laws of access.

         Many of those participating in the trespass of Kinder Scout considered the Ramblers’ Association too cautious in their approach. The Salford folk singer and songwriter Ewan MacColl, born James Henry Miller, was a sporadically employed seventeen-year-old school leaver when he participated in the trespass. Like Benny Rothman, the organiser of the hike, he too was a member of the Young Communist League and believed in direct action.

         MacColl wrote ‘The Manchester Rambler’ to record and celebrate the achievement of the trespass. The song’s final verse evokes the new sense of assertiveness and identification his generation felt with our country’s natural world:

         
            
               So I’ll walk where I will over mountain and hill

               And I’ll lie where the bracken is deep

               I belong to the mountains, the clear running fountains

               Where the grey rocks lie ragged and steep

               I’ve seen the white hare in the gullys

               And the curlew fly high overhead 

               And sooner than part from the mountains

               I think I would rather be dead.

            

         

         Vaughan Williams wrote that he considered a folk song to be ‘an individual flowering on a common stem’. In his young adulthood, as he collected the songs that would influence his compositions, including The Lark Ascending, Vaughan Williams was greatly concerned about whether folk music might survive as a widely heard form of music. Ewan MacColl would be in the vanguard of the generation that produced the second great revival in folk song, which gained momentum during the 1950s; by writing new songs such as ‘The Manchester Rambler’ he ensured the continuation of the tradition’s ‘common stem’. To express his longing to feel harmony with the landscape MacColl chose the image of a high-flying, sharp-beaked curlew, a bird that breeds in the moorland habitat of the Pennines and one still seen by ramblers on Kinder Scout today. Their sighting is a victory for the declaration MacColl made in the ‘individual flowering’ of ‘The Manchester Rambler’. It is no longer necessary to part from the mountains.

         To observe a bird overhead, whether a curlew or lark, is to be made aware of our earthbound limitations. In its distinctive song and flight, there is rarely a more uplifting sight than the familiar lark as it loops through the air, encouraging us to follow its trajectory. As Vaughan Williams read the lines in George Meredith’s poem he identified the call of the skylark as a summons to free ourselves. MacColl and his fellow ramblers on Kinder Scout justified their trespass in similar terms, as an expression of fellowship and the right to communion with our own landscape.
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